
March transit ridership pushed up above 60 percent of
pre-pandemic numbers for the first time since the

pandemic began, according to data released by the Federal
Transit Administration last week. Ridership was boosted
by the fact that March 2022 had two more weekdays than
March 2019. Since April 2022 has one fewer weekday
than April 2019, ridership is likely to dip back down be-
low 60 percent in April.

Transit is the slowest of major transportation modes to recover
from the pandemic.

Transit is still lagging well behind other modes of
travel. Amtrak carried 68 percent as many passenger-miles
as in March 2019 while the airlines carried 88 percent.
Domestic air travel was probably above 90 percent, but
data sorting domestic from international travel won’t be
available for a couple of months. Miles of driving in
March will be available in about a week but are likely to be
more than 100 percent of March 2019 miles.

In November 2020, then-Department of Transporta-
tion researcher Steven Polzin predicted that transit would
recover from the pandemic faster than Amtrak and would
carry 89 percent of pre-pandemic riders in 2022, rising to
90 percent after that. Two months later, he modified that
his 2022 prediction to 86 percent but still thought transit
would recover faster than Amtrak.

In December 2020, I predicted that transit ridership

would never rise above 75 percent of pre-pandemic num-
bers. I now think that even this is probably too high.

The pandemic is nearly over, yet transit ridership seems to have
plateaued well below pre-pandemic levels. This chart shows
monthly transit ridership divided by the number of days in each
month.

Last month, CDC’s controversial infectious disease
expert Anthony Fauci proclaimed the pandemic to be over.
The country is “out of the pandemic phase,” he said,
meaning that whatever levels of COVID we are seeing to-
day are likely to stick around, like the flu and other en-
demic diseases. This suggests that whatever the new nor-
mal transit ridership is will be reached in or soon after May
2022. That’s not likely to be higher than 70 percent of pre-
pandemic numbers.

Transit by Mode

The 2017 National Household Transportation Survey found
that 40 percent of transit ridership is related to work, com-
pared with just 20 percent of auto travel. Thus, the pan-
demic’s increase in the number of people working at home
hit transit much harder than driving (especially consider-
ing that people who work at home end up driving more
miles per day than people who commute to work). This
also means that modes of transit that are especially ori-
ented to commuting were hit the hardest.

Antiplanner Policy Brief Number 148 May 10, 2022

Transit’s Zombie Future

The Antiplanner
Dedicated to the Sunset of Government Planning

https://www.transit.dot.gov/ntd/data-product/monthly-module-adjusted-data-release
https://www.amtrak.com/content/dam/projects/dotcom/english/public/documents/corporate/monthlyperformancereports/2022/Amtrak-Monthly-Performance-Report-March-2022.pdf
https://www.tsa.gov/coronavirus/passenger-throughput?page=0
https://www.transtats.bts.gov/Data_Elements.aspx?Data=3
https://newsroom.asu.edu/expert/steven-polzin
http://ti.org/pdfs/PolzinNewNormal.pdf
https://rosap.ntl.bts.gov/view/dot/54292
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=17922
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anthony_Fauci
https://abcnews.go.com/Health/fauci-us-pandemic-phase/story?id=84343057
https://nhts.ornl.gov/assets/2017_nhts_summary_travel_trends.pdf


As of March, ridership on commuter buses was still
under 40 percent while ridership on commuter trains was
under 50 percent of pre-pandemic numbers. Many com-
muter-bus and -rail lines were much worse than that.
Commuter buses in Austin, Oakland, and Loudoun
County were carrying fewer than 20 percent of pre-pan-
demic riders, as were commuter trains in Chicago, Mary-
land, Minneapolis, and San Francisco.

SR=streetcar, FB=ferry boat, YR=hybrid rail, DR=demand re-
sponse (paratransit); the rest should be self-explanatory.

March heavy-rail ridership was just under 60 percent
and light-rail ridership was just over 60 percent of pre-
pandemic numbers. Heavy-rail systems in Baltimore, San
Francisco, and Washington were well below 40 percent, as
were light-rail systems in Baltimore, Pittsburgh, and San
Jose. The six systems that the FTA calls hybrid rail, but I
prefer to think of as Diesel-powered light rail, averaged 63
percent, but the one in Portland was under 35 percent and
one in the Dallas suburb of Denton was under 50 percent.

Other than commuter buses, buses were doing better
than rail. Trolley buses carried 63 percent, bus-rapid tran-
sit lines carried 70 percent, and the remaining conven-
tional buses (which the FTA calls motor buses) carried 66
percent of pre-pandemic numbers. Again, there was wide
variation: trolley buses in Boston were under 20 percent;
bus-rapid transit lines in Fort Collins and Orlando were
under 40 percent; and conventional buses in, among
many other places, Detroit, Durham, Madison, Marin
County, and Miami were under 40 percent.

Demand responsive transit, meaning paratransit for
elderly and disabled riders, was doing best of all at nearly
75 percent, probably because it was least dependent on
commuting. Van pooling, which is entirely dependent on
commuting, was still doing fairly well at 57 percent, while
streetcars were under 50 percent.

Predicting Long-Term Ridership

Several factors are going to reduce future transit ridership
below pre-pandemic levels, and many of them are at least
roughly quantifiable. Most important is a permanent in-
crease in the number of people working at home. The

Census Bureau’s American Community Survey found that
5.7 percent of American workers worked at home in 2019.
A survey conducted in May 2020 found that the pan-
demic had increased this to more than 35 percent of
American workers.

“Office-based business and professional occupations
were most likely to implement remote work,” another sur-
vey found. Since a disproportionate share of those business
and professionals work in downtowns, and downtown
commuters form the core of transit ridership, the increase
in telecommuting had a disproportionate effect on transit.

The American Community Survey found that the
number of people working at home in 2020 was 165 per-
cent greater than in 2019. This reduced the number of
people driving alone to work by 13 percent, the number
carpooling by 15 percent, and the number of people using
“other” means, including bicycling and walking, by 13
percent. But it reduced the number taking transit by 38
percent. The 2020 survey numbers cover the entire year, so
the decline during the pandemic months of the year must
have been even greater.

Telecommuting thus has around twice the impact on
transit as on other modes of commuting. If the share of
people working at home on any given day in the post-pan-
demic era is 20 percent, or about 14 percent more than in
2019, then transit is going to lose 25 to 28 percent of its
riders.

A secondary impact is congestion. Many people ride
transit to avoid congestion. Telecommuting will take vehi-
cles off the road during rush hour, which will allow some
transit riders to drive on less-congested roads.

A third effect will be the dispersal of downtown jobs
to other parts of urban areas, where transit is less effective.
However, this effect will be small. Target is moving its
headquarters out of downtown Minneapolis. Standard In-
surance and other companies are moving out of down-
town Portland. Chase is moving out of its eponymously
named office buildings in downtown Dallas and down-
town Columbus. However, these office buildings aren’t go-
ing to disappear. Instead, their owners will reduce the rents
and attract other tenants.

More significant is the movement of people to distant
suburbs or exurban locations. The Census Bureau’s 2021
population estimates show that people are leaving large
dense cities and suburbs and moving to lower-density sub-
urbs, smaller urban areas, and exurban areas. That move-
ment is still taking place and will hurt transit because tran-
sit service is ineffective in such areas.

People who, before the pandemic, spent five hours a
week commuting to and from work who are now asked to
work in offices only three days a week can live almost twice
as far away from work and still not spend more than five
hours a week commuting. However, such exurbanites are
not likely to live near transit service, so when they com-
mute, they will be driving.

Finally, a small but significant share of people who

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=b08301&tid=ACSDT1Y2019.B08301
https://www.dallasfed.org/-/media/documents/research/papers/2020/wp2017.pdf
https://www.ncci.com/SecureDocuments/QEB/QEB_Q4_2020_RemoteWork.html
https://www.ncci.com/SecureDocuments/QEB/QEB_Q4_2020_RemoteWork.html
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/experimental/2020/data/XK200801.xlsx
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/experimental/2020/data/XK200801.xlsx
https://minnesota.cbslocal.com/2021/03/11/target-hq-moves-out-of-city-center-building-in-downtown-minneapolis/
https://minnesota.cbslocal.com/2021/03/11/target-hq-moves-out-of-city-center-building-in-downtown-minneapolis/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-8640497/Portland-companies-plan-downtown-offices-BLM-protests-area-unsafe.html
https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/realestate/chase-bank-is-leaving-its-long-time-downtown-dallas-skyscraper/ar-AAR2US7
https://www.dispatch.com/story/business/2021/04/28/jpmorgan-chase-workers-wont-return-downtown-namesake-tower/4880426001/
https://www.dispatch.com/story/business/2021/04/28/jpmorgan-chase-workers-wont-return-downtown-namesake-tower/4880426001/
http://ti.org/pdfs/APB144.pdf
http://ti.org/pdfs/APB144.pdf


rode transit before the pandemic are simply not going to
return to transit out of fear of both infectious diseases and
rising crime rates. The authors of the study that concluded
that 20 percent of people would continue working at
home after the pandemic also found that less than half of
people planned to fully return to pre-COVID activities
and “a persistent 10 to 15 percent say they would not re-
turn to them at all.” Among the activities people might not
return to is transit commuting.

Transit agencies aren’t helping themselves by encour-
aging, and in some cases requiring, transit riders to con-
tinue wearing masks. This sends a clear signal to potential
transit riders that, even as the rest of society gets back to
normal, transit is still unsafe to use.

Some of this 10 to 15 percent will overlap with people
who are telecommuting or have moved to exurban areas.
But a small share of people who otherwise might still ride
transit are probably going to stop.

Estimates of the effects of each of these factors can
hardly be precise, but when all the factors—telecommut-
ing, less congestion, dispersion of jobs and residences, and
the fear factor—are added up, it is hard to imagine that
transit ridership will ever return to more than 70 percent
of what it was before the pandemic.

Transit by Urban Area

To be fair, transit ridership already has recovered to more
than 70 percent of pre-pandemic levels in some urban ar-
eas. Among the nation’s top fifty urban areas, these include
Miami (75%), San Diego (74%), Tampa (77%), Kansas
City (78%), Salt Lake City (71%), Nashville (72%), Rich-
mond (73%), Bridgeport (75%), and Raleigh (78%).
However, these are all urban areas where transit’s share of
commuting was already low: 3 percent in Miami and San
Diego, for example, and 1 percent in Tampa and Kansas
City.

One study says that transit is recovering fastest in re-
gions where it carries a large number of “essential work-
ers.” But that is just rhetoric, effectively redefining low-in-
come, transit-dependent workers as essential workers.
Their work isn’t any more essential than the work of people
who have cars, no matter what their income levels.

The American Community Survey found that just
under 40 percent of transit commuters in 2019 lived in
households without cars, making most of them dependent
on transit. The survey also found that 57 percent of transit
commuters earned more than $35,000 a year, and thus
could easily afford cars if they wanted to, thus making
them transit “choice” riders. Due to the pandemic, transit
is going to lose most of its choice riders and keep most of
its transit-dependent riders.

Before the pandemic, almost 70 percent of transit rid-
ership and transit commuting took place in just seven ur-
ban areas: New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Washington,
Boston, San Francisco-Oakland, and Seattle. At least two-
thirds of transit commuters in these seven areas were

choice commuters, and most of these will be permanently
lost to transit after the pandemic. Notably, except for New
York (which has the lowest rate of car ownership of any
major U.S. city), transit’s recovery has been slower than
average in these regions.

Except New York, which has the lowest rate of auto ownership of
any major U.S. urban area, transit is recovering at slower than
average rates in the regions with the largest numbers of down-
town jobs.

Transit Industry Response

Transit agency responses to this dim future have been
rather lackadaisical. Thanks to $70 billion COVID relief
funds, they are currently awash in cash and have enough
to continue operating, even without any riders, for at least
another year. The $40 billion dedicated to transit in the
infrastructure bill means that many agencies are more fo-
cused on planning and building expensive new infrastruc-
ture that few people will use than on recovering transit rid-
ers lost to the pandemic.

Transit’s biggest flaw is that it really only works for
downtown workers. Commuters from one suburb to an-
other—which is most of them—might have to spend two
hours on transit to take a trip that is just 15 minutes by
car. Prior to the pandemic, more than half of the people
who worked in downtown Chicago took transit to work.
While more than 200,000 people worked near O’Hare
Airport, less than 5 percent of them took transit to work.
O’Hare is on an elevated rail line, but unlike downtown it
is not the hub of a hub-and-spoke system.

Transit agencies could be taking this opportunity to
redesign their networks so they can be more useful to peo-
ple who work in major job centers outside of downtowns.
None of them are, partly because they fear the political im-
pact of losing some existing riders would be greater than
they could gain from getting new riders. Dallas recently
revised its bus network, but the revision still doesn’t pro-
vide any hubs other than downtown.

Instead, the most common solution offered to low
ridership is to offer free transit for at least some riders. This
could potentially cost up to $9 billion to $16 billion a year
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(the total transit fares collected in 2020 and 2019), but it
isn’t going to change the fact that people are working at
home, they’ve moved their homes to places that are poorly
served by transit, many still don’t trust that transit can be
safe from infectious diseases and crime, and that transit,
even if free, is far slower than driving to most urban desti-
nations.

Instead of going out of their way to make themselves
more useful to more riders, transit agencies seem to be try-
ing to figure out how they can persuade voters and appro-
priators to keep subsidizing transit even if it carrying less
than 70 percent of pre-pandemic riders. A recent article in
the Chicago Sun-Times pleaded that “our cultural and so-
cial survival depends” on the Chicago Transit Authority.
Rather than focus on congestion relief or greenhouse gas
reductions, transit agencies claim that their subsidies are
needed for a socially “equitable COVID recovery.”

This is all bull, of course. Nationwide, less than 5 per-
cent of people earning under $25,000 a year took transit
to work in 2019. Even in the Chicago urban area, it was
under 12 percent. Since most of the taxes used to subsidize
transit are regressive, that means that the vast majority of
low-income workers are disproportionately paying taxes to
subsidize transit rides they aren’t taking. Reducing fares or
otherwise increasing funding only increases the in-
equitability of transit subsidies.

The one thing that may help transit ridership is high
fuel prices. In recent decades, transit ridership has been
more sensitive to fuel prices than just about anything else.
The war in Ukraine and related shake ups of the global
trading system may take several years to work out.

However, Americans have a history of responding to
high fuel prices by initially driving less and then buying
more fuel-efficient cars. Buying electric vehicles in large
numbers could swamp any benefits to transit resulting

from high prices.

Zombie Transit Agencies

Five years ago, I predicted that by 2030 most transit sys-
tems outside of New York City would be run by zombie
agencies that existed mainly to repay the heavy debts they
incurred building expensive infrastructure and fulfill their
unfunded pension and health care obligations. Any actual
transit services they provided would be the minimum nec-
essary to justify the tax subsidies they would need to cover
these debts and obligations.

I thought this would happen because driverless cars
would capture most transit riders. Driverless cars are tak-
ing a little longer than I expected, but the prediction still
seems realistic due to the pandemic.

Transit agencies should focus on trying to make them-
selves more useful to more people. Agencies that are un-
willing to do that should expect to fade away and disap-
pear in the next few years.

I’ve posted an enhanced spreadsheet showing
monthly transit ridership by transit agency and mode
through March 2022. The FTA raw data are in cells A1
through IR2352. Annual totals are in columns IS through
JM. Column JN shows March 2022 ridership as a percent
of March 2019. Column JO shows March 2022 ridership
as a percent of March 2021. Mode totals are in rows 2254
through 2275. Agency totals are in rows 2280 through
3279. Urbanized area totals are in rows 3285 through
3773.

Randal O’Toole, the Antiplanner, is a land-use and
transportation policy analyst and author of Romance of the
Rails: Why the Passenger Trains We Love Are Not the
Transportation We Need. Masthead photo showing an
empty CalTrain commuter car in service was contributed by
an Antiplanner reader.
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